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Ten Steps for Conceptualizing and Conducting Qualitative 
Research Studies in a Pragmatically Curious Manner 
 
Ronald J. Chenail 
Nova Southeastern University, Davie, Florida, USA 
 
In a world of methodological pluralism and mixed-methods, qualitative 
researchers can take a pathway of pragmatic curiosity by exploring their 
research interests and the possible design and methodology choices to 
create studies that not only allow them to pursue their investigative 
curiosities, but also result in coherent and effective systems of procedural 
choices. Ten steps are offered for researchers to conceive and conduct 
qualitative research projects that are both responsive to research goals 
and objectives and defendable to criteria of quality and critics of utility. 
Key Words: Qualitative Research, Research Design, Research 
Methodology, Mixed-Methods, Methodological Pluralism, Pragmatic 
Curiosity.  
 
The qualitative research being conducted today is in many ways not like your 
grandparents’ qualitative inquiries! Although, for some researchers, there appears to be 
clearly defined boundaries between when researchers should use a qualitative research 
methodology and when they should employ a quantitative research methodology (e.g., 
Dobrovolny & Fuentes, 2008; Keenan & van Teijlingen, 2004). In this apparently black 
and white worldview, qualitative studies are most likely exploratory, naturalistic, 
subjective, inductive, ideographic, and descriptive/interpretive and quantitative studies 
are most likely confirmatory, controlled, objective, deductive, nomothetic, and 
predictive/explanatory. For other investigators, the boundaries are a bit more grey as 
contemporary designs become more mixed (e.g., Creswell, Klassen, Plano Clark, & 
Clegg Smith, 2011), pluralistic and diverse (e.g., Barker & Pistrang, 2004; Sandelowski, 
2004) when it comes to utilizing particular methodologies to meet specific design goals 
and objectives. 
These changes in methodology utilization patterns suggest we are entering an 
interesting time for qualitative research design in that more and more investigators are 
creatively using qualitative methods to address new types of research problems. For 
example, researchers are starting to use qualitative methodologies to conduct 
confirmatory studies such as the effectiveness of interventions (e.g., Flemming, 
Adamson, & Atkin, 2008) and efficacy of treatments (e.g., Verhoef, Casebeer, & Hilsden, 
2002). In these cases, the qualitative researchers might employ a mix of procedures (e.g., 
randomized sampling more typically associated with experiments combined with open-
ended interviews more typically associated with qualitative research) in the design. As 
these qualitative researchers offer, what Morse (2006) terms, “alternative forms of 
evidence” (p. 86), new opportunities for qualitative inquiries open up.  
I offer these observations because as a beginning researcher once you learn 
traditional or typical utilizations of a qualitative methodology; you might subsequently 
find a number of articles in which the researchers used these approaches in an effectively 
novel ways. The key to all of this practical experimentation or pragmatic improvisation, 
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as well as with traditional uses of qualitative methodologies, is for you as the qualitative 
researcher to be clear as to what methodologies and procedures were used to accomplish 
what aspects of your design and to explain/defend why such choices were made.  In such 
a defense, the keys are (a) to address the procedure conceptually first by citing a source 
for this new orientation to the process, (b) to explain the novelty in your application of 
the method to the accomplish the design objective at hand, (c) to show how the 
innovative procedural choice made coheres with the other design choices being 
implemented, and (d) to demonstrate how all the methodological choices made are 
allowing the study’s design to address the guiding research question or hypothesis. In 
other words, you should embrace a sense of “pragmatic curiosity” to explore an optimal 
array of methodological choices to meet the needs of your design’s concept which was 
chosen based upon your research questions. To paraphrase the title of Elliot Mishler’s 
well-known 1979 essay, “Methodology in context: Is there any other kind?” So, taking 
this question as a mantra, it is critical for you to remember continually to craft a design so 
that it meets the need of your study in a coherent and effective manner. 
To help you, as a beginning qualitative researcher, decide when and how to use 
qualitative research methodologies in this changing world, I have designed a ten step 
process for conceiving and conducting qualitative inquiries. For this guide, I suggest you 
take a pragmatic posture to creating studies that marry the most fitting design and 
methodology choices with the focus of your research curiosity. In this approach I suggest 
you remain true to your interests and then explore a variety of research approaches which 
can help in the designing and conducting studies to meet your needs. The bottom line is 
to be pragmatic in creating the design, but remain curious so every reasonable 
methodological option is considered. In doing so, I think it is important for you to be 
creative in considering and selecting design elements, and then to evaluate the design, 
methodology, and procedures you choose and implement, so these inquiry decisions 
remain fitting with your research goals and objectives and also coherent with each other. 
By embracing this pragmatic curiosity, you will need to describe and explain each 
choice made in conceptualizing and conducting the research because each method is 
justified in the conduct of its usage in the study at hand. The answer to the question, 
“How does it make sense to utilize an ethnographic methodology in a study designed to 
explore the effectiveness of a psychotherapy intervention?” is “Here is what I did and 
why these choices make sense in the context of my study.” Without certainty in terms of 
methodological destiny, researchers are left with the tools of openness and rhetoric when 
it comes to defending their research choices (Chenail, 2011).    
These ten steps are intended as a general set of guidelines for you to plan and 
execute a qualitative research study in a transparent and coherent manner. As an 
investigators following specific research designs such as discovery-oriented inquiry 
(Mahrer, 1988; Mahrer & Boulet, 1999) and qualitative research methodologies such as 
phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994) or narrative inquiry (Riessman, 2007), you would be 
guided by more particular prescriptions to describe and defend your choices (see the 
appendix for a list of these basic resources), but as suggested by these ten steps, there are 
some actions and re-actions common across most if not all qualitative research projects 
when it comes creating fitting studies. 
Before reading the ten steps I want to share an important clarifying point. Because 
I suggest qualitative researchers need to make many decisions in creating and conducting 
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a study via these ten steps, you may get the impression that I am suggesting qualitative 
research studies’ designs must be complex in nature. To clarify this point, I would more 
accurately say I think qualitative research designs are multifaceted, but at their hearts I 
think the simpler they are the better. I emphasize this point for a number of reasons.  
In qualitative research studies I think the method should be as simple as possible 
because the complexity of research lies in the matter to be studied especially in 
naturalistic and exploratory inquiries. If the method is overly complicated, then its many 
parts and phases might overwhelm the subject being studied. When complexity meets 
complexity, the results are usually a muddle. Embracing simple yet effective procedures 
is an optimal goal to which for qualitative researchers should strive: Collect rich data and 
let it shine as the star of the study. Like using fresh ingredients in cooking, keep the 
preparation and presentation simple so your guests can appreciate the qualitative 
differences great products can deliver.  
More methodologies being used in a study do not necessarily make the design a 
superior one. If you find yourself designing a phenomenological grounded theory case 
study, please ask yourself do you really need to employ three of Creswell’s (2007) five 
approaches to qualitative research in one research project? Like taking too many 
medications can lead to adverse effects to your body, using too many methodologies 
might produce negative side effects which could be unhealthy for your study. To help 
remedy this potential risk, please remember this simple research commandment: Thou 
shall not select an additional methodology for a study, until thou is sure the first 
methodology selected cannot manage all of the design issues.  
As a final note, even though I offer ten steps for conceptualizing and conducting 
qualitative research studies in a pragmatically curious manner, please remember three 
guiding principles: Keep it coherent, Keep it clear, and Keep it simple. If you adopt these 
three pieces of advice as your research mantra, you will find yourself creating and 
completing qualitative studies of quality. 
 
Ten Steps 
 
Step One: Reflect on What Interests You 
 
Think about the program, project, population, participant, problem, phenomenon, 
policy, practice, process, or product about which you would like to learn. For instance, 
are you interested in discovering students’ experiences learning in field settings, the 
integration of theory and practice, how students learn online, becoming a culturally 
competent instructor, or customer satisfaction? Starting with a topic about which you 
have a passion helps to sustain you throughout the research process. It also helps you to 
find a design that fits your passion rather than needing to find a passion that fits a design! 
 
Step Two: Draft a Statement Identifying your Preliminary Area of Interest and 
Justifying Its Scholarly and/or Practical Importance 
 
Compose a simple sentence or two in which you state your beginning area of 
curiosity and explain why the topic is significant, relevant, and worthy of study. By doing 
so you begin to address the “so what” question right away. For instance, if you select 
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“how students learn online” as your preliminary area of interest, you might cite the 
increase in the number of students learning online or the growth of online programs and 
acknowledge the challenges involved with learning and teaching online as reasons why 
the topic would be worthy of further study. You could also cite a gap in the education 
research literature on this topic as another reason for wanting to pursue this area of 
inquiry. In addition, you can reflect upon your personal perspectives in relation to your 
preliminary area of interest and record your hopes, aspirations, and biases as an educator. 
As you progress through the rest of these steps, refer back to this record from time to time 
in order to assess how your personal perspectives are shaping the research process (e.g., 
biasing data analysis or research design). 
 
Step Three: Hone your Topic Focus 
 
Now that you have begun to articulate your area of interest, begin to hone your 
focus by considering the choices you need to make in order to design your study. For 
example, if you have selected “how students learn online” as your topic, explore the 
options you can exercise by deliberating on the following questions: 
 
Who: Who do you want to study and from whose perspective do you want to 
learn about how students learn online (e.g., undergraduate, master’s, and/or doctoral 
students, faculty members, program completers, students with specific 
demographics/characteristics like culture, race, religion, or ethnicity)? 
 
What: What aspect of how students learn online would be your focus (e.g., 
students’ experiences, evaluation of learning outcomes, participating in discussions, 
student-faculty interaction, student performance on assignments or examinations, faculty 
members’ stories, or pre and post-course development)? 
 
When: When would you focus on this phenomenon (e.g., pre-matriculation, 
during the first year, throughout a course, or a combination of all of them)? 
 
Where: Where would you observe/interact this phenomenon (e.g., observing 
online electronic classrooms, interviewing students over the phone or the internet, focus 
group interview with faculty members who have taught students in online environments, 
and/or surveys)? 
 
Why: Why would you study this phenomenon (e.g., because you want to inform, 
perform, reform, transform, describe, interpret, explain, confirm, criticize, suggest, 
evaluate, or assess something)? 
 
How: How will you generate data in order to study this phenomenon (e.g., 
administer a survey, conduct interviews, make observations, collect transcripts of online 
sessions, or gather student journals)? 
 
You can see that each of these questions begin with words often associated with 
journalistic inquiries because the investigative postures of both journalists and qualitative 
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researchers are typified by open-ended inquisitiveness. This open-ended posture applies 
to both the discovery of your research focus and your methodological design. Also, these 
questions are just some of the ones you can ask about your study to help you discover the 
areas in which you need to make important procedure questions and to decide what 
research methods will best help you achieve these design objectives.     
 
Step Four: Compose your Initial Research Question or Hypothesis 
 
Based upon your answers to the Who, What, Where, When, Why, and How 
questions, compose your initial research question. For example, one research question 
could be, “What are the experiences of doctoral students learning qualitative research in a 
primarily online learning environment?” In composing this research question, envision 
what would be the implications arising from the results of this study for education 
researchers, faculty members, students, program administrators, and other interested 
stakeholders.  
This question may change over time as you become more and more familiar with 
the phenomenon to be studied so it is critical that you continually refer to the question to 
see if you are staying on course or, if you need to adjust the question as you learn more 
about what you know and still don’t know about the area of study. In qualitative research 
it is perfectly okay to make adjustments to your research question as the inquiry 
develops, but it is critical that you are aware when these adjustments are made and make 
the appropriate adjustments to your design. Trouble can arise “in the field” if you become 
interested in some new area of inquiry and lack the self-reflection to know when you are 
drifting. Again, it is okay to drift as long as you are aware of the changes made in the 
course of the inquiry and justify the corrections being made. 
 
Step Five: Define your Goals and Objectives 
 
Focus on the overall goals of your potential research study and the objectives that 
you must accomplish in order to achieve these goals. For example, if a goal is to learn 
more about the experiences of doctoral students learning qualitative research in a 
primarily online learning environment, relevant objectives could be (a) Conduct a 
literature search in order to learn what has been previously published on this topic, (b) 
Adjust the research question based upon the literature review, (c) Identify potential sites 
for collecting data, (d) Prepare Institutional Review Board (IRB) protocol, etc. Make sure 
each goal and objective can be justified and evaluated so you can track the progress you 
are making and identify where problems are arising or where adjustments are being 
made. 
 
Step Six: Conduct a Review of the Literature 
 
Some researchers start their qualitative research process with a review of the 
literature, some delay their reviews until after the study is completed, and some 
continually review the literature throughout the research process (Chenail, Cooper, & 
Desir, 2010). Some qualitative researchers explore the literature to learn what is not 
known about a phenomenon and then formulate questions which will guide a discovery-
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oriented inquiry to uncover new evidence about the phenomenon in question. With any of 
these approaches it is important that you identify key terms (e.g., students, doctoral 
students, qualitative research, education, and online learning) to guide the electronic 
searchers of relevant databases (e.g., ProQuest, ERIC, and Google Scholar); in addition, 
you should also complement your electronic searches with systematic reviews of the 
references cited in the articles collected to locate additional sources. 
 
Step Seven: Develop your Research Design 
 
In qualitative research, your design is the system of choices you make that helps 
you to conceive and conduct your study in an orderly and effective manner. Develop a 
research design which will allow you to address your research question or hypothesis 
effectively and efficiently. For example, does your research question suggest a design 
that will permit you to take a stance of curiosity in your study, or one that is more critical 
in nature, or one that asks you to help foster change in the organization or situation in 
which you will conduct your research? With each of these areas of emphasis you would 
conceive your design to align with the essence of your research question and to put you in 
the best position to achieve your research goals. To accomplish this plan you will need to 
make choices in the following areas: 
 
Design Concept: Conceptually, how do you design your study in order for you to 
address your research question or hypothesis and to meet your goals and objectives? For 
example, will the design help you to discover or explore basic patterns of a naturally 
occurring phenomenon, to evaluate or assess the performance of a project, to construct 
a theoretical model that helps to explain the relationships between different variables, to 
describe how participants understand their experiences regarding some aspect of their 
lives, or work with participants to change their organization or system? Will your study 
be a primary research study (e.g., I will collect new data to study), a secondary 
research study (e.g., I will study data previously collected as part of another study), or a 
meta-study (e.g., I will study previously published studies)? Your answer to these 
questions will help you select an appropriate design concept. You may have also noted 
that I used a bold font to emphasize certain words. All of these words denote a different 
type of research design: Exploratory (e.g., Stebbins, 2001), Evaluation (e.g., Patton, 
2002), Explanatory (e.g., Charmaz, 2006), Descriptive (e.g., Giorgi, 2009), Change (e.g., 
Reason & Bradbury, 2008), Primary (e.g., Maxwell, 2005), Secondary (e.g., Heaton, 
2004), and Meta (e.g., Major & Savin-Baden, 2010). You can find more helpful guides to 
qualitative research design in the appendix located at the end of this paper. 
 
Participants: Depending on your choice of design, you will form different 
relationships with the sources of your data (i.e., people, places, audio and visual artifacts, 
etc.). Research participants can be engaged as sources of information for you, co-
researchers to help you carry out the study, or change-agents with whom you consult. As 
you determine the participants’ roles, you then need to decide who will participate in the 
study, how will I gain access and recruit them, and what precautions will I need to take in 
order to protect them from harm throughout the study? Answers to these questions will 
help you craft your inclusion criteria, sampling strategy, site location, and so forth. 
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Research Methodology: Different qualitative research methodologies have 
different strengths when it comes of meeting the needs of different design concepts. For 
example, ethnographic methodologies are well suited for primary research studies 
conceived to describe social phenomenon and grounded theory approaches are quite 
useful for generating explanatory models. So whether your design concept is exploratory, 
descriptive, evaluative, or change-oriented, start by exploring and considering basic or 
traditional utilization of a methodology (e.g., phenomenology to study the lived 
experience of a group of people, Finlay, 2011; ethnography to describe the symbols, 
signs, rituals, ceremonies, and practices of an organization, Murchison, 2010; or 
grounded theory to generate a theory or model of a social happening, Charmaz, 2006). 
Some traditional fits between these methodologies and your research questions, goals, 
and objectives might be optimal for your study, but if that is not the case, then after 
becoming more familiar with basic renderings and applications, you might then explore 
variations, hybrids, and improvisations which might have a better fit. By remaining 
pragmatically curious you will avoid the practice of letting methodology totally drive the 
research rather than allowing your question and goals to organize the inquiry too. 
 
Research Procedures: With each methodology you will need to decide what 
your procedures will be for selecting and sampling (e.g., convenient, purposeful, 
theoretical, random); and generating, collecting, preparing, and analyzing the data 
(Maxwell, 2005). Through the execution of these procedures or methods you will actually 
carry out the design you have conceived. If you have selected a well-developed 
qualitative research methodology such as ethnography, an experienced author such as 
Fetterman (2009) will provide you with helpful procedural prescriptions from data 
collection through data analysis you can adopt or adapt for your own study. If you have 
decided to take an “eclectic” approach in your study, you may pick and choose or mix 
and match from different “designer” brands such as ethnography (e.g., Murchison, 2010), 
grounded theory (e.g., Corbin & Strauss, 2007), or phenomenology (e.g., Smith, Flowers, 
& Larkin, 2009); or from general qualitative research guides (e.g., Merriam, 2009) to 
create your set of data generation and analysis procedures. For example, you might 
construct and conduct your interviews based upon Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2008) 
approach and select a coding system from those choices collected by Saldaña (2009).  
Whether you go with a designer or eclectic approach make sure the various procedures 
sync well with the others so the data flow is coherent and smooth. Also, make sure if you 
are only incorporating some elements from a designer methodology such as open and 
axial coding from grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2007) to create codes and 
categories as part of the qualitative data analysis in your eclectic qualitative descriptive 
design, please do not refer to your study as being grounded theory design or methodology 
because unless your study is designed to generate a theory or model it is not grounded 
theory in the full, designer sense of the methodology. Calling an eclectic design by a 
designer methodology name is akin to a selling a “knock-off” in fashion: If the purse was 
not designed and constructed to Gucci specifications, then don’t call the bag a Gucci! 
 
Quality Control: It is one matter to conceptualize a qualitative research study, 
but it is another concern to create a system by which you maintain quality control to 
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ensure the study you conceived is the one you end up conducting. To focus yourself on 
this challenge there are many questions you can ask: How will I maintain rigor (e.g., 
reliability, validity, trustworthiness, generalizability) throughout the study? How will I 
identify and manage ethical concerns arising throughout the research? As you consider 
these questions, you can first consider how these areas are addressed indigenously in the 
methodological and philosophical traditional you are considering for your design. In 
other words, when in phenomenology land, do as the phenomenologists do! Depending 
on context, you might want to incorporate a more generic approach to quality control, for 
example Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) trustworthiness or embrace some other qualitative 
research traditions for ideas (King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994; Lamont & White, 2008). As 
with the choices of research procedures discussed above, make sure the qualitative 
control measures you select cohere with the design concept, methodology, and data 
collection and analysis decisions also being made.  
 
As you make methodological decisions in each of these areas take care to ensure 
that your choices align with each other (Chenail, 1997). For example, with the variety of 
grounded theory designs available, your epistemological stance should be in basic 
agreement with that of the grounded theorist you select (e.g., Charmaz’ 2006 version of 
grounded theory as your methodology with constructivist epistemology). If such an 
alignment is not the case, then you will need to explain and justify your variations. 
 
Step Eight: Conduct a Self-assessment in Order to Determine What Strengths You 
Have That Will Be Useful in your Study and What Skills You Will Need to Develop 
in Order to Complete your Study 
 
Whether considering the qualitative researcher as the instrument (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985), a bricoleur (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994), or as competent practitioner 
(Polkinghorne, 2010), certain skills, knowledge, and attitudes are needed to carry out the 
study effectively. As you review your plan and identify what skills and knowledge base 
you will need to complete the study successfully. Develop a growth plan for helping you 
to master the competencies you will need throughout the study (e.g., open-ended 
interviewing, taking field notes, using qualitative data analysis packages, writing, etc.). 
You can combine this development process with your efforts to test and refine the 
procedures entailed in your design. For example, you can practice your interviewing 
skills and improve the instrumentation in your study by interviewing yourself and 
recording and analyzing the results (Chenail, 2009). You may also consider creating a 
team or involve consultants to assist with your areas in need of development. Remember 
to reflect upon your personal context and point-of-view which may bias you during the 
study and record your plan for managing this perspective throughout the qualitative 
research project. 
 
Step Nine: Plan, Conduct, and Manage the Study 
 
Successful qualitative research projects involve careful management of four 
different yet connected studies: (a) the study proposed, (b) the study conducted, (c) the 
study reported, and (d) the study of these studies. Develop an action plan detailing the 
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steps you need to take in order to begin and complete your studies. Depending on the 
study, the elements you will need to address include: people (including yourself), 
communication, data (including back-up systems), analysis, results, technology, time, 
money, ethical concerns (including securing institutional approvals), and other resources. 
Maintain a chronicle of your research activities (e.g., lab notebook, journal, diary, audit 
trail, and time and effort reports) and save supporting documentation. Throughout the life 
of your studies you will need to make sure they remain in a coherent relational pattern. 
For example, it is easy to drift into other areas of interest as you begin to conduct your 
study, but you need to reflect back upon your study as proposed to make sure that you 
stay focused on the goals and objectives. Of course qualitative research design can be 
iterative meaning you can make adjustments along the way. In the event of these 
corrective changes, make sure you are aware as you make these deviations and revise 
your study plan or study report accordingly. 
 
Step Ten: Compose and Submit your Report 
 
Depending on the vehicle you will use to report your study (e.g., dissertation, 
thesis, scholarly paper, poster, or conference presentation), identify the relevant policies 
and rules governing the form, substance, and submission of the report (e.g., school or 
departmental guidelines, journal article submission requirements, book prospectus 
elements, style manual of the American Psychological Association, 2010, etc.) and report 
and submit your findings in compliance with these parameters. Even though there can be 
a variety of outlets to make the results of your study public, a typical reporting format 
would be as follows:  
 
• Introduction and Review of Literature 
• Methodology 
• Findings or Results 
• Discussion of Implications and Limitations of the Results 
 
It is important to think about the form in which you will present your study early 
and often so you do not wait until the end of your study to write up your report. For 
example, you might draft a working title and abstract for your paper in progress. Both of 
these elements might start out being vague and abstract, but as you make your 
methodological choices and determine your findings and implications you will be able to 
make the title and the abstract clearer and more concrete. As you compose these separate 
sections and make sure the ways in which you characterize your focus, method, and 
findings cohere across the title, abstract, and body of the report (Chenail, Duffy, St. 
George, & Wulff, 2009). Also, if you compose your title and abstract during the 
conceptualization or proposal phase, you should also consider revising your title from its 
proposal form (e.g., phenomenon, focus, and method) to one more fitting of a completed 
study (i.e., one that includes a reference to the findings). Lastly, be prepared to write and 
re-write your report a number of times until you have accurately represented the process 
and outcome of your qualitative research project. 
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Discussion 
 
The challenge of conducting a qualitative research study successfully is to 
manage choices well throughout the inquiry. In starting your first study you will quickly 
realize that one decision made usually opens up multiple new decisions with which you 
will also have to address. For example, after you decide your study will be an exploratory 
one, then you will have to decide which qualitative research methodology will best fit 
your research question. Then if you select grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), you 
next will need to figure out is what style of grounded theory works for the project. Then 
once you have chosen the Glaser variation (Glaser, 1994), you then will need to work on 
how you will actually carry out your exploratory Glaserian grounded theory study and so 
forth. 
Although I have presented these steps in particular order, it is important to 
remember that the conceptualization and conduct of qualitative research is a circular, 
recursive, and reflective process. The decision-making process in research can best be 
understood as an integrated system in which choices influence choices so although a 
particular procedural choice is made at one point in the research process; this choice may 
need to be re-considered as other issues arise or as new insights arise in the research 
undertaking. This iterative aspect of qualitative research means you should continuously 
check and re-check the decisions made for these ten steps and judge and re-judge their 
effectiveness and coherence. Given the nature of the enterprise it is critical you manage 
not only the study proposed and conducted, but also the study of their study. In this 
reflective process, you can record the decision-making process via a journal or diary and 
retain evidence of the changes to form an audit trail. Such a practice serves not only as a 
quality control system to help with the research management, but can also be the 
inspiration of creative improvisations as new choices are considered and possibly 
implemented. 
In making these methodological decisions in qualitative research studies, the best 
compass for you remains the research question. You should consult it often and let it be 
the guide to keep your design and methodological choices transparent, coherent, and 
simple. In the world of methodological plurality no design choice is right in and of itself; 
instead, as a qualitative researcher you must consider each step made along the way and 
justify each decision in terms of its fit with the your interest, goals, and objectives and the 
other choices already made in the study and those which will be made in the future of 
investigation. By taking and re-taking these ten steps, you will remain pragmatically 
curious as you conceptualize and conduct qualitative research of quality and utility. 
 
References 
 
American Psychological Association. (2010). Publication manual of the American 
Psychological Association (6th
 
ed.). Washington, DC: Author. 
Barker, C., & Pistrang, N. (2004). Quality criteria under methodological pluralism: 
Implications for conducting and evaluating research. American Journal of 
Community Psychology, 35(3/4), 201-212. 
Charmaz, K. (2006). Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through 
qualitative analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Ronald J. Chenail                                  1723 
 
Chenail, R. J. (1997). Keeping things plumb in qualitative research. The Qualitative 
Report, 3(3). Retrieved from http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR3-3/plumb.html 
Chenail, R. J. (2000). Navigating the "seven c's": Curiosity, confirmation, comparison, 
changing, collaborating, critiquing, and combinations. The Qualitative Report, 
4(3/4). Retrieved from http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR4-3/sevencs.html 
Chenail, R. J. (2009). Interviewing the investigator: Strategies for addressing 
instrumentation and researcher bias concerns in qualitative research. The Weekly 
Qualitative Report, 2(3), 14-21. Retrieved from 
http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/WQR/interviewing.pdf  
Chenail, R. J. (2011). How to conduct clinical qualitative research on the patient’s 
experience. The Qualitative Report, 16(4), 1173-1190. Retrieved from 
http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR16-4/chenail.pdf  
Chenail, R. J., Cooper, R., & Desir, C. (2010). Strategically reviewing the research 
literature in qualitative research. Journal of Ethnographic & Qualitative 
Research, 4, 88-94. 
Chenail, R. J., Duffy, M., St. George, S., & Wulff, D. (2009). Facilitating coherence 
across qualitative research papers. The Weekly Qualitative Report, 2(6), 32-44. 
Retrieved from http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/WQR/coherence.pdf 
Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2007). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and 
procedures for developing grounded theory (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  
Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five 
approaches (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Creswell, J. W., Klassen, A. C., Plano Clark, V. L., & Clegg Smith, K. (2011). Best 
practices for mixed methods research in the health sciences. Washington, DC: 
Office of Behavioral and Social Sciences Research. Retrieved from 
http://obssr.od.nih.gov/scientific_areas/methodology/mixed_methods_research/pd
f/Best_Practices_for_Mixed_Methods_Research.pdf 
Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. W. (1994). Introduction: Entering the field of qualitative 
research. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.). Handbook of qualitative 
research (pp. 1-18). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Dobrovolny, J. L., & Fuentes, S. C. G. (2008). Quantitative versus qualitative evaluation: 
A tool to decide which to use. Performance Improvement, 47(4), 7-14. 
Fetterman, D. M. (2009). Ethnography: Step-by-step (3rd
 
Finlay, L. (2011). Phenomenology for therapists: Researching the lived world. Malden, 
MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 
Flemming, K., Adamson, J., & Atkin, K. (2008). Improving the effectiveness of 
interventions in palliative care: The potential role of qualitative research in 
enhancing evidence from randomized controlled trials. Palliative Medicine, 22(2), 
123-131. 
Giorgi, A. (2009). The descriptive phenomenological method in psychology: A modified 
Husserlian approach. Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press. 
Glaser, B. G. (1994). Basics of grounded theory analysis: Emergence versus forcing. Mill 
Valley, CA: Sociology Press. 
Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for 
qualitative research. Chicago, IL: Aldine. 
1724  The Qualitative Report November 2011 
 
 
 
Heaton, J. (2004). Reworking qualitative data. London: Sage. 
Keenan, K. F., & van Teijlingen, E. (2004). The quality of qualitative research in family 
planning and reproductive health care. Journal of Family Planning & 
Reproductive Health Care, 30(4), 257-259. 
Kvale, S., & Brinkmann, S. (2008) Interviews: Learning the craft of qualitative research 
interviewing (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
King, G., Keohane, R. O., & Verba, S. (1994). Designing social inquiry: Scientific 
inference in qualitative research. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.  
Lamont, M., & White, P. (2008). Interdisciplinary standards for systematic qualitative 
research. Washington, DC: National Science Foundation. Retrieved from 
http://www.nsf.gov/sbe/ses/soc/ISSQR_rpt.pdf  
Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 
Mahrer, A. R. (1988). Discovery-oriented psychotherapy research: Rationale, aims, and 
methods. American Psychologist, 43, 694-702.  
Mahrer, A. R., & Boulet, D. B. (1999). How to do discovery-oriented psychotherapy 
research. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 55(12), 1481-1493. 
Major, C., & Savin-Baden, M. (2010). An introduction to qualitative research synthesis: 
Managing the information explosion in social science research. London: 
Routledge. 
Maxwell, J. A. (2005). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
Mishler, E. G. (1979). Meaning in context: Is there any other kind? Harvard Educational 
Review, 49(1), 1-19. 
Morse, J. M. (2006). The politics of evidence. In N. K. Denzin & M. D. Giardina (Eds.), 
Qualitative inquiry and the conservative challenge (pp. 79-92). Walnut Creek, 
CA: Left Coast Press. 
Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Murchison, J. M. (2010). Ethnography essentials: Designing, conducting, and presenting 
your research. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (3rd ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.  
Polkinghorne, D E. (2010). Qualitative research. In J. Thomas & M. Hersen (Eds.), 
Handbook of clinical psychology competencies (Part 3, pp. 425-456). New York, 
NY: Springer Science+Business Media.  
Reason, P., & Bradbury, H. (Eds.). (2008). The Sage handbook of action research: 
Participative inquiry and practice (2nd ed.). London: Sage. 
Riessman, C. (2007). Narrative methods for the human sciences. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. 
Saldaña, J. (2009). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. London: Sage. 
Sandelowski, M. (2004). Using qualitative research. Qualitative Health Research, 14(10), 
1366-1386.  
Smith, J. A., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2009). Interpretive phenomenological analysis: 
Theory, method, and research. London: Sage. 
Ronald J. Chenail                                  1725 
 
Stebbins, R. A. (2001). Exploratory research in the social sciences. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. 
Verhoef, M. J., Casebeer, A. L., & Hilsden, R. J. (2002). Assessing efficacy of 
complementary medicine: Adding qualitative research methods to the “gold 
standard.” The Journal of Alternative and Complementary Medicine, 8(3), 275-
281. 
 
Appendix 
 
Qualitative Research Designs and Methodologies 
 
Qualitative Research Designs 
 
Butler-Kisber, L. (2009). Qualitative inquiry: Thematic, n -
. London: Sage. 
Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five 
approaches (2nd Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Erlandson, D. A., Harris, E. L., Skipper, B. L., & Allen, S. D. (1993). Doing naturalistic 
inquiry: A guide to methods. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 
King, G., Keohane, R. O., & Verba, S. (1994). Designing social inquiry: Scientific 
inference in qualitative research. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.  
Lamont, M., & White, P. (2008). Interdisciplinary standards for systematic qualitative 
research. Washington, DC: National Science Foundation. Retrieved from 
http://www.nsf.gov/sbe/ses/soc/ISSQR_rpt.pdf 
Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 
Maxwell, J. A. (2005). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  
Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (2006). Designing qualitative research (4th ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  
Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (3rd ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Saldaña, J. (2009). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. London: Sage. 
Sandelowski, M. (2000). Whatever happened to qualitative description? Research in 
Nursing & Health, 23(4), 334-340.  
Silverman, D. (2009). Doing qualitative research (3rd ed.). London: Sage. 
Silverman, D., & Marvasti, A. (2008). Doing qualitative research: A comprehensive 
guide. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Stake, R. E. (2010). Qualitative research: Studying how things work. New York, NY: 
Guilford. 
Stebbins, R. A. (2001). Exploratory research in the social sciences. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. 
Yin, R. K. (2011). Qualitative research from start to finish. New York, NY: Guilford. 
 
 
1726  The Qualitative Report November 2011 
 
 
 
Qualitative Evaluation Designs 
 
Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1989). Fourth generation evaluation. Newbury Park, CA: 
Sage.  
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (3rd ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.  
Patton, M. Q. (2008). Utilization-focused evaluation (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  
Patton, M. Q. (2011a). Developmental evaluation: Applying complexity concepts to 
enhance innovation and use. New York, NY: Guilford Press.  
Patton, M. Q.  (2011b). Essentials of utilization-focused evaluation. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage.  
Shaw, I. F. (1999). Qualitative evaluation. London: Sage. 
 
Mixed-Method Designs 
 
Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 
approaches (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Creswell, J. W., & Plano Clark, V. L. (2007). Designing and conducting mixed methods 
research  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Creswell, J. W., Klassen, A. C., Plano Clark, V. L., & Clegg Smith, K. (2011). Best 
practices for mixed methods research in the health sciences. Washington, DC: 
Office of Behavioral and Social Sciences Research. Retrieved from 
http://obssr.od.nih.gov/scientific_areas/methodology/mixed_methods_research/pd
f/Best_Practices_for_Mixed_Methods_Research.pdf 
Hesse-Biber, S. N. (2010). Mixed methods research: Merging theory with practice. New 
York, NY: Guilford.  
Tashakkori, A., & Teddlie, C. (Eds.). (2003). Handbook of mixed methods in social & 
behavioral research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Teddlie, C., & Tashakkori, A. (2009). Foundations of mixed methods research: 
Integrating quantitative and qualitative approaches in the social and behavioral 
sciences. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  
 
Ethnography 
 
Angrosino, M. (2008). Doing ethnographic and observational research. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage. 
Chang, H. (2008). Autoethnography as method. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast. 
Emerson, R. M., Fretz, R. I., & Shaw, L. L. (2011). Writing ethnographic fieldnotes (2nd 
ed.). Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
Fetterman, D. M. (2009). Ethnography: Step-by-step (3rd
 
Kozinets, R. V.  (2009). Netnography: Doing ethnographic research online. London: 
Sage. 
LeCompte, M. D., & Schensul, J. J. (1999). Designing and conducting ethnographic 
research. Lanham, MD: AltaMira.   
Ronald J. Chenail                                  1727 
 
Murchison, J. M. (2010). Ethnography essentials: Designing, conducting, and presenting 
your research. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
Spradley, J. P. (1979). The ethnographic interview. New York, NY:  Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston. 
Spradley, J. P. (1980). Participant observation. New York, NY:  Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston. 
Van Maanen, J. (2011). Tales of the field: On writing ethnography (2nd ed.). Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press.   
 
Grounded Theory 
 
Charmaz, K. (2006). Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through 
qualitative analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Charmaz, K., & Bryant, A. (2007). The SAGE handbook of grounded theory. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Clarke, A. E. (2005). Situational analysis: Grounded theory after the postmodern turn. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2007). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and 
procedures for developing grounded theory (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for 
qualitative research. Chicago, IL: Aldine. 
Morse, J. M., Stern, P. N., Corbin, J., Bowers, B., Charmaz, K., & Clarke, A. E. (2009). 
Developing grounded theory: The second generation. Walnut Creek, CA: Left 
Coast. 
 
Phenomenology 
 
Finlay, L. (2011). Phenomenology for therapists: Researching the lived world. Malden, 
MA: Wiley-Blackwell.  
Giorgi, A. (2009). The descriptive phenomenological method in psychology: A modified 
Husserlian approach. Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press. 
Moustakas, C. (1990). Heuristic research: Design, methodology, and applications. 
Newbury Park: CA: Sage. 
Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Pollio, H. R., Henley, T. B., & Thompson, C. J. (1997). The phenomenology of everyday 
life  
Smith, J. A., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2009). Interpretive phenomenological analysis: 
Theory, method, and research. London: Sage. 
Van Manen, M. (1990). Researching lived experience: Human science for an action 
sensitive pedagogy. Albany, NY: The State University of New York.  
Zichi Cohen, M., Kahn, D. L., Steeves, R. H. (2000). Hermeneutic phenomenological 
research: A practical guide for nurse researchers Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
 
 
 
1728  The Qualitative Report November 2011 
 
 
 
Case Study 
 
Byrne, D., & Ragin, C. C. (Eds.). (2009). The SAGE handbook of case-based methods. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Gerring, J. (2007). Case study research: Principles and practices. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.   
Simons, H. (2009). Case study research in practice. London: Sage.   
Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Yin, R. K. (2008). Case study research: design and methods (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage. 
 
Narrative Analysis and Inquiry 
 
Clandinin, D. J. (Ed.). (2007). Handbook of narrative inquiry: Mapping a methodology. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, F. M. (2004). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in 
qualitative re . San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
Elliott, J. (2006). Using narrative in social research: Qualitative and quantitative 
approaches. London: Sage.   
Riessman, C. (2007). Narrative methods for the human sciences. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. 
Webster, L., & Mertova, P. (2007). Using narrative inquiry as a research method: An 
introduction to using critical event narrative analysis in research on learning and 
teaching. New York, NY: Routledge.  
 
Discourse and Conversation Analysis 
 
Hutchby, I., & Wooffitt, R. (2008). Conversation analysis (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Polity. 
Phillips, N., & Hardy, C. (2002). Discourse analysis: Investigating processes of social 
construction. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  
Psathas, G. (1995). Conversation analysis: The study of talk-in-interaction. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.   
Rapley. T. (2008). Doing conversation, discourse and document analysis. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage. 
ten Have, P. (2007). Doing conversation analysis (2nd ed.). London: Sage.  
Wodak, R., & Meyer, M. (2009). Methods for critical discourse analysis (2nd ed.). 
London: Sage. 
   
Secondary Qualitative Data Analysis 
 
Corti, L., Witzel, A., & Bishop, L. (Eds.). (2005). Secondary analysis of qualitative data 
[Special issue]. Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social 
Research, 6(1). Retrieved from http://www.qualitative-
research.net/index.php/fqs/issue/view/13 
Ronald J. Chenail                                  1729 
 
Gladstone, B. M., Volpe, T., & Boydell, K. M. (2007). Issues encountered in a qualitative 
secondary analysis of help-seeking in the prodrome to psychosis. Journal of 
Behavioral Health Services & Research, 34(4), 431-442. 
Heaton, J . (1998). Secondary analysis of qualitative data. Social Research Update. Issue 
22. Retrieved online http://sru.soc.surrey.ac.uk/SRU22.html  
Heaton, J. (2004). Reworking qualitative data. London: Sage. 
 
Qualitative Metasynthesis 
 
Dixon-Woods, M., Booth, A., & Sutton, A. J. (2007). Synthesizing qualitative research: 
A review of published reports. Qualitative Research, 7(3), 375-422.  
Finfgeld, D. L. (2003). Metasynthesis: The state of the art--so far. Qualitative Health 
Research, 13(7), 893-904.  
Major, C., & Savin-Baden, M. (2010). An introduction to qualitative research synthesis: 
Managing the information explosion in social science research. London: 
Routledge. 
Paterson, B. L., Thorne, S. E., Canam, C., & Jillings, C. (2001). Meta-study of qualitative 
health research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.  
Pope, C., Mays, N., & Popay, J. (2007). Synthesizing qualitative and quantitative health 
evidence: A guide to methods. New York, NY: McGraw Hill.  
Sandelowski, M., & Barroso, J. (2007). Handbook for synthesizing qualitative research. 
New York, NY: Springer.  
Thorne, S., Jensen, L., Kearney, M. H., Noblit, G., & Sandelowski, M. (2004). 
Qualitative metasynthesis: Reflections on methodological orientation and 
ideological agenda. Qualitative Health Research, 14(10), 1342-1365.  
 
Collaborative Inquiry, Action Research, Participatory Action Research, and 
Appreciative Inquiry 
 
Bray, J. N., Lee, J., Smith, L. L., & Yorks, L. (2000). Collaborative inquiry in practice: 
Action, reflection, and making meaning. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Cooperrider, D. L., & Whitney, D. (2005). Appreciative inquiry: A positive revolution in 
change. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Communications. 
McIntyre, A. (2008). Participatory action research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Reason, P., & Bradbury, H. (Eds.). (2008). The Sage handbook of action research: 
Participative inquiry and practice (2nd ed.). London: Sage. 
Stringer, E. T. (2007). Action research (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Whitehead, J., & McNiff, J. (2006). Action research: Living theory  
Whitney, D., & Trosten-Bloom, A. (2010). The power of appreciative inquiry: A 
practical guide to positive change (2nd ed.). San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1730  The Qualitative Report November 2011 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Author Note 
 
Ronald J. Chenail is the Editor-in-Chief of The Qualitative Report and The 
Weekly Qualitative Report at Nova Southeastern University (NSU), where he also serves 
as the Vice President for Institutional Effectiveness, Director of NSU’s Graduate 
Certificate in Qualitative Research, and Professor of Family Therapy. Correspondence 
regarding this article can be addressed to Dr. Ronald J. Chenail at Nova Southeastern 
University, 3301 College Avenue, Fort Lauderdale, FL 33314-7796 USA; Telephone: 
954.262.5389; Fax: 954.262.3970; E-mail: ron@nova.edu. 
 
Copyright 2011: Ronald J. Chenail and Nova Southeastern University 
 
Article Citation 
 
Chenail, R. J. (2011). Ten steps for conceptualizing and conducting qualitative research 
studies in a pragmatically curious manner. The Qualitative Report, 16(6), 1713-
1730. Retrieved from http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR16-6/chenail.pdf 
 
 
 
